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A FREE EPISCOPAL ELECTION IN HUNGARY ; 
SOC IAL FERMENT AND RELIGIOUS REVIVAL IN YUGOSLAVIA 
by Paul Moj zes  
In s o m e  o f  our p a s t  i s s u e s  w e  have b e e n  r e p o rting ab out the 
d i s content in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hungary , known popu­
l a rly a s  the "D oka c a s e . "  On e o f  the i s s u e s  wh i ch a g itated the Rev­
erend Dr. Zoltan Doka was the d ictatorial power and aileged subservi­
e n c e  to the state by B i s h o p  D r .  Zoltan Kaldy. The c ontr ove r s y  over 
the role of Bi shop Kaldy ceased to be relevant when Bi shop Kaldy had a 
s t r oke . He d i e d  on M ay 17, 1987. 
Subsequently a very encouraging proces s  took place in the Luther­
an Church of Hungary which, I believe , is symptomatic of the general 
trend (and , by de f in it i,on , not w ithout e x c e p t i on s )  in the r e l i g i ou s  
s ituation in Eastern Europe i n  the past several years. 
Or i g in a lly, for the ele c t i on of the new b i s h o p  of the S outhern 
D i o c e s e  o f  the Luthe ran Church o f  Hungary ab out f i fteen c an d i dates 
were being mentioned in var ious quarters in the church. Three o f  them 
emerged as the leading cand idate s ,  namely Agoston Karner,  the secre­
tary general of the church, Istvan Nagy, a profe s sor of theology, and 
M i haly Toth S z ollo s ,  a d e an o r  s e n i o r  p a s t o r .  B i shop Gyula Nagy o f  
the Northern Diocese d i s cus sed the acceptab ility o f  these three candi­
d ate s w i th the State O f f i c e  for Rel i g i o u s  A f fa i r s ,  s i n c e  in Hungary 
the state Pres idency must approve the election of b i shops. Th i s ,  it 
should be noted,  i s  a remnant o f  the pre -Commun i st practice that the 
Hungarian king ' s  approval was necessary for the highest offices in the 
ma j or churche s.  All three of these candidate s were perce ived by many 
in the church as be ing conformi sts in regard to the government ("pro­
c ommun i s t" in the local p a rlan c e ) ,  p e r h a p s  even m o r e  s o  than Kaldy. 
Karner and Nagy w ithdrew the i r  candidacy, wh ich made it likely that 
Toth S z ollo s  w ould run a s  the s i ngle c an d i d ate , a s  ha s b e e n  the c a s e  
s i n c e  1947 w h e n  Lajo s Or d a s s w a s  the la s t  to b e  elected in a real 
conte s t .  
But i t  w a s  n o t  t o  b e .  A "dark h o r s e " cand i date e m e r ge d  in the 
person of Dr. Bela Harmati who has been with the Lutheran World Fed­
e ra t i on in Geneva many y e a r s  in
,
v a r i o u s  p o st s , m o s t  r e c ently a s  the 
head of the Study Department. The Presbytery of the Southern Diocese 
then recommended that th� congregations elect one o f  these two candi­
date s.  Th i s  was over the obj ection of Mr. Doka who urged the congre­
gation s to ab stain from voting due to an irregularity in the nomina­
t i on p r o c e s s  wh i c h w a s  a p p a r ently c omm itted by B i shop Gyula N a gy. 
The reu pon s t ron g lob bying t ook pla c e  on b e h a l f  o f  Harma t i, who is 
perceived as being independent-minded and conciliatory yet acceptab le 
to the government.  Both Szollos and Harmati presented themselves and 
their ideas in the denomination al n e w s pape r ,  Evange l ikus E l e t .  The 
congregations voted in July by mailing their ballot s ,  each congrega­
tion of the dioce se having a singl e  vote. The ba l lots were opened on 
August  14, 1987. Harmati had received 1 14 vote s  out of the 126. Nine 
vot e s  were for S zollo s ,  t w o  or t h r e e  w e r e  ab s t e n t ion s .  Thu s t h e  
fifty-one-year-old Bela Harmati became bishop. The ins t a l lation date 
is on Octob e r  24, 1987. 
Another encouraging note is that Robert Frenk l ,  M.D. , a profes sor 
of medicine at the High School for Sports  in Budapes t ,  wil l  probab ly 
b e com e the new lay l e a d e r  of the s a m e  chu r c h .  H e r e , t oo ,  t h e r e  w e r e  
originally three candidates.  But one withdrew , while the other was 
not acceptable to the Presbytery of the Diocese.  So Frenk l ' s  election 
a s  t h e  chu r ch ' s  s u p e rvisor s ee m s  like l y .  I t  a pp e a r s  t h a t  h e  and 
Harmati will be able to work well together. 
This could be a new chapter for Lutheran church renewal in Hun­
gary.  Harm a t i's lead e r ship s t yle will b e  in sharp c on t r a s t  t o  Ka l ­
dy' s .  One may expec t far more freedom within the church with Harmati 
at the helm. 
Nor is this a uniqu e c a s e .  D r .  E l e m e r  Ko c si s , a p ro fe s s or o f  
theology a t  the Debrecen Hungarian Reformed Theologica l  School, won by 
a three- fourths maj ority over Dr. Zoltan Aranyos as the successor of 
Bishop Tibor Bartha. Dr. Kocsis is known for his bib lical and sys tem­
atic theological studies and has recently participated in Chris tian­
Marxis t dialogues.  With Bishop Karoly Toth, who has become the s enior 
Bishop upon Bartha' s death, and Bishop Kocsis , the Hungarian Reformed 
Church ha s now an independent and dynamic leadership. When one adds 
to this the appointment of Dr. La szlo Paskai as the new Primate of the 
Hungarian Roman Catholic Church and the Archbishop of E s tergrom, and 
t h e  appoin t m e n t  of four addit ional Roman Ca t h o l ic bishops (La s z l o  
Danko , Istvan S e r e gely , Endre Gyulay , a n d  I s tvan Konkoly ) ,  t h e n  one 
realizes that the Hungarian churches have received in 1987 a t remen­
dous in fusion of new, younger leadership which may s teer the churches 
in a more dynamic and creative direction than the previous generation 
o f  lead e r s  who had  t o  cope with t h e  enormou s d i f ficu l t i e s  o f  t h e  
Stalinis t period. The S talinis t period i s  over and t h e  churches need 
a flexible and courageous leadership to cope with the religious revi­
val which is evident in Hungary. Sociological s tudies have evidenced 
a marked revival of religion among the youth, especially the univer­
sity s tudents of Hungary. How to deal with this increase in religios­
ity,  s ome of which is not chu rch orient ed , will be one of the cha i-
len g e s  for t h e  new lead e r s hip of churche s in Hun g a r y .  G rea t e r  
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fle x i b i l ity on the p a r t  o f  the government in b oth the p o l it i c al and 
e c onom i c  r e a lm s  h a s  b rought ab out m o r e  i d e olo g i ca l  d iv e r s ity and 
greater religious freedom, frequent int e r a c t i o n s  between Chr i s tians 
and Marxi sts , and a sense of pride in the se achievments . 
Hun ga ry i s  not th e only c ountry wh i ch s h o w s evi den c e  o f  both 
social and religious ferment. Reports from East Germany indicate a 
policy of liberalization, already symbolized by the celebration o f  the 
five hundredth annivers ary o f  Martin Luther's b i rth. Whereas earlier 
the o f fic i a l  l i n e  w a s  that the re w a s  no n e e d  for Chr i s tian- M a r x i s t  
d ialogue i n  the G.D.R. s ince cooperation between Marxists and Chris­
tians was already highly developed , it i s  now poss ible to promote the 
d i alo gue i t s e l f .  In Hun g a r y  and in E a s t  G e r m any the p ol i c i e s  o f  
perestroika and glasnost o f  the Soviet leader, M ikhail S. Gorbachev, 
are welcomed by all those in favor of the flexib ility and liberaliza­
t i on already a c h i ev e d  in tho s e  c ountr i e s ,  b e c a u s e  in the S o v i e t  re­
s tructu r in g  and o p enn e s s  they see n o t  only a c on f i rm a t i o n  of  the 
correctne s s  of the policies  of the past few years but a guarantee that 
such developments w ill not be frustrated by a S oviet intervention. 
It is not exaggerated to view Gorbachev's reforms as a s ource of 
great hope in Eastern Europe. While many are still waiting for a more 
d i stinct policy of change toward relig ion in the U.S.S.R., it is quite 
evident that in Eastern Europe it has already borne d istinctly pos i­
tive r e s ult s. A nx i ety ove r p o s s i b le r e a c t i on s  a g a inst G o r b a ch ev by 
hard-liners in the Soviet Communist Party which would lead to reversal 
o f  such r e fo r m s  i s  a c l e a r  s i gn o f  the p o s itive i m p a c t  w h i c h  the s e  
reforms have already made. Further improvements in church- state rela­
t i o n s  in Poland m ay be p o s s ible due to le s s ened anxi ety over S ov i et 
intervent i on.  Ha rd - l in e  p o l it i c al le a d e r s  in C z e c h o s lova k i a , Bul­
garia, and Romania have to reckon w ith the sh i fting w ind s in Moscow. 
Symptomatic of the new reality is the publication of the full text of 
the decis i on of the Politbureau of the Central Committee of the Bul­
g a r i an C ommun i s t  P a rty w h i ch w a s  publ i s h e d  in Rabotn i c h e s k� Delo 
(Sofia) of August 1 1, 1987, w ith the provocative title, "On the Neces­
s ity o f  Far-Reaching Change s in the Attributes o f  Government in Regard 
to the Dec i s ions of the July Plenum (1987) of the CC of the CPB." The 
re s olution c a ll s  f o r  n e w  p r in c i p l e s  of funct i o n i n g  in the pa rty and 
government organ s ,  the achievement of a greater degree of human ism and 
s cienti fic orientation, and a new , h igher degree of democratizatioL 
The d i rection of the proposed changes is toward les s ening the cult of 
personali ty. Changes o f  this s ort often foreshadow liberalization in 
many areas of life ,  hence perhaps also in policy toward religion. 
Due to Yugo s lav i a ' s  independence f rom the S o v i e t  o r b it Gorba­
c h ev ' s  in fluence is  not felt d i r e c tly , though the p re s s  and m e d i a 
a r d ently r e p o r t  eve ry S o v i e t  s te p  away f r om d e s p i s ed S ta l i n i st 
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pract ices,  which the Yugoslavs feel v ind icates thei r  break away from 
the Soviet bloc. The dynamics of Yugoslavia' s development i s  fairly 
independen t from t h e  S ov i e t  b lo c ' s ,  y e t  t h e  s o c i a l i s t  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  
regime creates affin i t i e s - - and tens ions - - with the other Eastern Euro­
pean c oun t r i e s .  Yugo s lav i a  i s  in a c r i s i s ,  w i t h  t h e  elemen t s  o f  
d anger and oppo r t un i t y b o t h  b e in g  p r e sent in the d i fficulties  whi ch 
confront them. The c r i s i s  i s  in t e rna t i ona l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  e c o nomic , 
s o c i a l ,  and t e chnolo g i c al .  T h e  Balkans a r e  s t i ll t h e  p o w d e r  k e g  o f  
Europe, primarily due t o  unresolved e thnic i ssue s .  Yugoslavia' s rela­
t ionship with Bulgaria and Albania are tense. W i th in Yugoslavia the 
ethn ic tens ions , part icularly sharp presently between the Serbian s  and 
Albanians,  brought the country to the verge of a civil war. Often the 
s i x r epubl i c s  and t w o  au t on o m o u s  r e g i on s  res e m b l e  a con f e d e ra t i on 
rather than a federa t i on. Perhaps more accurat e ly Yugos lavia resem­
bles eight feuda l  fie fdoms run by eight riva l commun i s t  party bureau­
crac ies.  The pos t-Tito government,  planned by Tito himself, has not 
worked well, and a new cons t itut ion, the fourth or fi fth s ince 1945, 
i s  b e i n g  prop o s e d .  T h e  o l d  guard bur e au c ra t s  a r e  play ing mu s i ca l  
chairs ; more gifted younger people are restles sly watch ing the inept 
leadership which i s  unable to c ope w i th pol i t ical and economic prob­
lem s .  No one even p r e t en d s  to know h o w  to s o lve t h e  p r ob l e m s  o f  
galloping inflat ion,  inability t o  pay foreign deb t s ,  mi smanaged in­
ve s tments,  financial debacle s ,  rampant corrupt ion , increas ing numbers 
of s trikes,  and vas t  poverty,  e spec ially among the proletariat.  Thi s  
is but a short accoun t o f  the woes o f  the country. 
Yet ,  the opportun i t ies  for increased democracy are astonishing. 
The pr e s s  and t h e  m e d i a  publi sh j u s t  abou t eve r y t h ing; t h e r e  a r e  
prac t i cally n o  more taboo t opics.  Bookstores are brimm ing w i th new 
books which describe , analyze,  and crit icize nearly everything. Many 
Westerners remember the courageous c r i t ic i sm by the Prax i s  phi loso­
ph e r s  and t h e  b anning of t h e i r  j ournal.  The r e  is n o  more need t o  
r e g r e t  the d i s s o lv i n g  o f  t h e  Praxis group ; n e a rly eve ryone i n  t h e  
country now thinks and writes like the Praxis people. Even the gov­
ernment! TV interviews w ith workers cand idly show mas s ive d i s s a t i s ­
fact ion and resentment against  the gov e rnmen t ; government o f f i c i a l s  
are forced t o  resign under public opinion pres sures. The pre s s  wages 
b a t t l e s  aga in s t  c e r t a in o f f i c i a l s ,  and s o  d o  o f f i c i a l s  a m on g  t h e m ­
s elve s ,  i n  the pr e s s .  On e old - t im e  c ommun i s t  l e a d e r  publ i c ly s h o t  
h i m s elf i n  pr o t e s t  a g a i n s t w h a t  he s aw a s  t h e  d i s in t e g r a t i on o f  t h e  
country. New publishing houses are emerging constantly. Belgrade has 
50 publi shing houses and Zagreb thirty! Small t owns have pub l ishing 
hou s e s ;  books a r e  publ i s h e d  even p r iv a t ely w i thout  b e i n g  lab e l e d  a s  
s amizdats.  Prac t ically every church has extens ive pub l i sh ing act ivi­
t i e s .  G l a s  Kon c ila (Vo i c e  of the Counc i l ) ,  t h e  Zagreb w e e k l y  Ro man 
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Catholic newspaper,  openly engage s the daily pre s s  in deba tes whenever 
the press attacks the Church. Ne ither s ide is pulling any punches.  
In th i s  a t m o s ph e r e  o f  unce r t a in t y ,  i n  w h i ch all t radit i onal 
values  have been g i ven up i n  t h e  publ i c  a r e n a , the young pe o ple i n  
p a r t i cular a r e  exp e r i e n c ing a d ra m a t i c i n c r ea s e  i n  r e l i g i o s i ty.  A 
s t u d y  by a group o f  s o c iolo g i s t s  led b y  D r .  S r d j an Vrcan o f  S p lit , 
which was shared on the TV by means of a long interview , shows that in 
1967 one-t h i rd o f  h i gh s chool s tu d en t s  a dm i t t e d  t o  b e in g  r e l i g i ous , 
wh ile in 1987 w e ll ove r half t h e  s tu d en t s  cla i m  t o  b e  rel i g i ous; 
p r a c t i c ally d ouble the numb e r  of t w e n ty y e a r s  ago.  Ab o u t  80% o f  
workers ' children are religiou s ,  which i s  about double the proportion 
o f  the ch ildren of intellectuals. Twenty - f ive percent o f  children o f  
workers who are members o f  the commun i s t  party are religious, while 
only 5% of children of intellec tuals who are commun i s t  party members 
ind icate religious intere s t s .  Dr. Vrcan s tates that the figures may 
vary from region to region in Yugoslavia, but the trend is the s ame in 
the ent ire country. Some of the young people are fasc inated by Orien­
tal religions and a whole slew of books have been published on Eastern 
mys t ic i sm and yoga which are enthu s ia s t ically bought by young seekers,  
e spec ially in Serbia. In the Catholic regions o f  the country religio­
s i ty is more channeled through the church. The alleged apparit ions of 
the Bles sed Virgin in the small village o f  Medjugorj e  in Hercegovina 
bring cont rovers ie s  among theologians but also a s teady s t ream of both 
d o m e s t ic a n d  f o r e i gn p il g r i m s ,  ove r 5 m ill i o n  s in c e  198 1. The i r  
enthus iasm for the miracles and mess ages whi ch young teenagers receive 
on a d a ily b a s i s  s e e m s  unboun d e d .  No t only C a t h o l i c s  g o  t o  M e d ­
j ug o r j e ; O r t h o d o x ,  M u s l i m ,  a n d  e v e n  a th e i s t s  ( in c lud ing c om mun i s t  
party members)  visit  and cla im grea t benefits.  Currently Medjugorje 
is the s ingle most mass ive internat ional religious man i festat i on in a 
s o c i ali s t  count ry. 
Du r i n g  a r e c e n t  v i s i t  t o  my h o m etow n  o f  Novi S a d , Yug o s l av i a ,  I 
w i tnes sed the vis i t  o f  the ecumenical patriarch Demet rios I on Septem­
ber 12, 1987, to the Serbian Orthodox cathedral. A long proc e s s ion o f  
black limous ines w i th mili t ia e scort contained Patriarch German o f  the 
S e rb i an Orthodox Church and a large num b e r  o f  b i sh o p s .  W i th chu rch 
bells tolling a spontaneous crowd o f  several thousand people warmly 
gree ted the arriving gue s t s .  People o f  all ages waved and applauded, 
even c l i m b e d  on f en c e s t o  s e e  b e t t e r  t h e  illu s t r i ou s  v i s i t o r s .  The 
church was packed for the long liturgy on that Saturday morning. An 
even l a r g e r  num b e r  o f  p e o ple w e n t  t o  g r e e t  t h e  pa t r i a r c h s  w h e n  they 
vi s i ted Kos ovo- - the region o f  embattled Serbian and Albanian national­
i s m .  H e r e  n a t i on a l i s m  and reli g i on a r e  s t ill an c i e n t  all i e s  i n  a 
t a n gle o f  c on fl i c t i n g  i n t e r e s t s  t h a t  n o  one kno w s  h o w  t o  s o lve and 
w h i c h  at any m o m e n t  c ould b e c o m e  a s  h o pele s s  a s  B e i ru t .  A s i gn of 
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hope , and of true ecumen i s m ,  was the suggestion by a Serbian Orthodox 
prie s t ,  repor t e d  in a B e l grade n e w s paper,  t h a t  if a S erbian s h ou l d  
hurt o r  a t t a ck a n  A l b an i an t h e  l oca l Orthodox pri e s t  s h ou l d  g o  t o  
apo l o g i z e  pub l i c ly t o  t h e  a g grieve d .  And v i c e  ver s a ,  the A l ba nian 
Mus l im Hodza should apologize to  the Serbian victim when an Albanian 
a t t acks  a Serb ian.  I t  i s  unc l ear w h e t h e r  s u c h  a s u g g e s tion wil l b e  
either acceptable or implementab le. One can think o f  many reasons why 
i t  may n o t  w ork ; but a t  l e a s t  i t  w a s  a r e c on c i lin g  ra ther t h an a n  
anta gon izing ges ture. 
Thus the rol e  of religion in the future of Eastern Europe is on a 
s i gn i f i c ant upsw ing.  Y e t  it is s t i l l  rid d l e d  w i t h ambiguitie s a n d  
contradictions,  some s t emming from i t s  own inner predicament s ,  others 
due to i t s  social context. No one knows whether this opportunity w i l l  
be u s e d  cre a t ive ly or de s t ruc tive l y .  W h a t  w e  d o  k n o w  i s  t h a t  t h e y  
need our prayers and support in thi s  moment of  kairos. 
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